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ABSTRACT
Jean Toomer wrote Cane to wrest the articulation of black 
experience from the confining limits of white narrative. By embracing 
the lyric and folkloric roots of Afro-American writing, Cane exposes the 
inadequacy of white discourse to represent black experience.
Historically the dominance of white discourse has suppressed the 
expression of marginal discourses such as Afro-American writing since by 
its nature a dominant discourse involves the suppression of other 
discourses. As a documentation of Afro-American experience, Cane 
reproduces dominant narrative structures by suppressing and 
marginalizing female discourse by identifying women with nature and the 
non-intellectual.
This essay draws from the writings of Michel Foucault, feminist 
film criticism and feminist psychoanalysis to analyze how and why women 
are represented in Cane and suggests how representations of women resist 
categorization and the constraints that male narrative proscribes.
REPRESENTATION AND RESISTANCE:
A FEMINIST CRITIQUE OF JEAN TOOMER*S CANE
In The History of Sexuality Michel Foucault asserts 
that a discourse “constitutes" a subject, or affects its 
behavior, by restricting its actions, proscribing its 
meaning or limiting its expression either politically or 
sexually. Foucault illustrates his concept of the 
relationship between discourse and power by drawing 
attention to societal control over individual sexuality 
through discourse and language? discourses constitute and 
govern a subject by exercising control over the body. The 
importance of the body is central to a Foucauldian analysis 
of the relationship between politics and sexuality, since 
for Foucault, sex has become "a focal point of the exercise 
of power through the discursive constitution of the body" 
and functions as a means of obscuring certain political 
bases (Weedon, 119). Foucault*s chief intersection with 
feminist philosophy is in his identification of the body as 
a site of power. By focusing on the domestic and local 
operations of power, as opposed to governmental or state 
power, in the constitution of the sexual subject, 
Foucauldian thought is useful to feminists who argue that
2
3female sexuality is identified with the domestic and the 
maternal and has been isolated and contained for particular 
social and political ends. The combination of Foucauldian 
and feminist thought urges a move beyond descriptions of the 
representation of women to an analysis of how sexuality and 
power are reproduced and constituted, since Foucault states 
that "there is no power that is exercised without a series 
of aims and objectives" (The History of Sexuality 95).
In this thesis I wish to use Foucault to examine the 
"aims and objectives" of Jean Toomer's Cane by examining the 
relationship between discourse and power. Ostensibly Cane 
functions as an Afro-American discourse which, in the 
articulation of black experience, counteracts black 
containment in white narrative. However, the search for 
articulation is undeniably male, since the women in Cane 
become the means through which men seek definition and 
meaning. Therefore, in the very act of negating white 
narrative strategies which produce black stereotypes, Cane 
manages to reproduce the same narrative practices in its 
treatment of women. My thesis rests on the contention that 
Cane's containment of women does not differ from techniques 
exercised by white, patriarchal structures such as 
misrepresentation, stereotype or complete exclusion from 
dominant discourses.
4REAPPROPRIATING BLACK EXPERIENCE
In The Wavward and The Seeking, a collection of 
autobiographical pieces, Jean Toomer writes: "I read many 
books on the matter of race and the race problem in America. 
Rarely had I encountered the nonsense contained in most of 
these books. It was evident to me ... that the authors of 
these writings had little or no experience of the matters 
they were dealing with. Their pages showed very little more 
than strings of words expressive of personal prejudices and 
preferences. I felt that I should write on this matter"
(120). While Cane was not the immediate literary result of 
his dissatisfaction with racial representation, Toomer is 
clear about his intent to re-write and re-present prevailing 
stereotypes, later describing Cane as his "passport to this 
world" (The Wavward and The Seeking 124). What Toomer 
sought in the writing of Cane was to capture a way of living 
that had not been documented fairly or accurately in "this 
world" of the dominant (white) literary tradition.
Cane seeks to escape conventional narrative structures 
by embracing a number of different literary forms. A 
"traditional" narrative may be defined as one in which the 
narrator recounts and re-presents a "story." The "story" is 
controlled and structured by the narrator who knows and 
anticipates its end and is usually told by a single 
character from one point of view. Toomer's experimentation
5with multiple voices is a movement away from this type of 
traditional story-telling and reveals his desire to seek 
alternate modes of expression. Cane is not a novel but a 
series of vignettes or tableaux in which Toomer explores 
different levels of Afro-American experience. From rural 
Georgia in Section I, Toomer moves to the urban wasteland of 
Washington D.C. in Section II and back to the agrarian South 
in Section III. These moves are more than regional since 
they represent psychological as well as geographic 
displacement. The half moon markings before each section 
which join to form a circle suggest that Toomer's desire for 
narrative closure is highly traditional; however, the 
inclusion of songs, lyrics and poems highlights the move 
away from traditional narrative forms that Toomer identifies 
with '•white** literature and emphasizes the folkloric, oral 
and musical roots of Afro-American writing. By embracing 
different forms of expression, Cane is a testimony to the 
inadequacy of white discourse to represent black experience; 
it celebrates black culture and explores a marginalized 
discourse.
The concept of the marginalized discourse, or the 
suppressed narrative, is of particular relevance for a 
feminist reading of Toomer's Cane, especially since Cane 
represents, as an Afro-American narrative, an historically 
suppressed discourse. It is Foucault's interest in the 
marginalized that is most useful to literary analysis
6because although discourses are ways of constituting 
knowledge, they function as more than ways of thinking and 
producing meaning? discourses are acts of division and 
exclusion, since a dominant discourse must by its nature 
marginalize or suppress the expression of other discourses. 
To examine how Cane reproduces divisive narrative acts 
associated with ”white" narrative can best be examined in 
terms of a marginalized discourse within Cane.1 The female 
characters in Cane are contained in the narrative discourses
of sexuality and power that combine to curtail the power and
\
validity of the female voice.
Feminists recognize the crucial role of discourse in 
the constitution of certain power systems, and argue that 
language holds the power to create and sustain social and 
political realities. Joel Williamson discusses the power of 
language to control or restrict personal and political 
activity in his book The Crucible of Race. Williamson claims 
that black male franchise gave rise to an intricate network 
of white power relations designed to promote psychological, 
as opposed to legal, disfranchisement (247-8). By 
discrediting the validity and worth of the black voice, 
whites indirectly ensured that blacks lost the confidence to 
articulate legitimate grievances or gain political 
footholds. Williamson documents how the power of white 
solidarity was deployed to prevent blacks from becoming a 
political force and from participating, even as voters, in
7political life. According to Williamson, political realities 
were created at the expense of black psychological 
containment (225-234).
The relationship between psychological intimidation and 
political action is crucial for understanding why dominant 
discourses promote or uphold stereotypes. Black stereotyping 
in the antebellum South can be attributed to the white need 
to see blacks as powerless and hence politically and 
socially impotent. Whites were able to translate the black 
presence in white society into terms that defused any actual 
power held by blacks. The history of the name "Sambo” is a 
case in point. "Sambo," an African name meaning "second 
son," was common among slaves, but was gradually 
appropriated by whites as a synonym for childishness and 
ignorance (Williamson 257). The ease with which whites could 
name and rename their slaves is mirrored in the way whites 
were actually able to change meanings of names, and
ultimately, to define and redefine black presence in
!'
society. To a certain extent the translation of the name 
"Sambo" into a term connoting helplessness aided the 
physical and social containment of blacks to justify white 
"paternalism." The Sambo stereotype illustrates the 
intricacy of power networks, such as those practiced by 
whites, which use language to control social and 
psychological realities. White paternalism made apparent 
the power of white culture to create places for blacks by
8reducing them to figures in need of guidance and patronage.
The creation of a mythical past in which blacks 
functioned as endearing appendages to the white household, 
and where, in Williamson's words, slavery became little more 
than a boarding school, signifies the crucial relationship 
between dominant discourse and language. The power of 
dominant white discourse to name and rename translates into 
the power to determine meanings for whole sections of 
marginalized discourse, such as the telling and retelling of 
black history.
The ability to dictate meanings by appropriating a 
story is illustrated in George Washington Cable's The 
Grandissimes? a novel concerned among other things with the 
question and place of "blackness" in white society.3 (Dark) 
Honore Grandissime is a quadroon whose legitimacy to the 
Grandissime name is unquestioned but whose one-fourth of 
black blood disqualifies him from participating in the 
"civilized" rituals of white society. Professedly a protest 
novel which satirizes the legal and societal consequences of 
racial difference, Washington Cable's work reveals how 
whites construct discursive mechanisms to reinforce their 
need for psychological and social superiority. A case in 
point is how the story of the black slave Bras-Coupe is told
i
and retold by the white townsfolk.
Bras-Coupe is an African prince who is brought to 
America as a slave and who renames himself Bras-Coupe (the
9Arm-Cut-Off) to indicate how he has been maimed by slavery. 
Bras Coupe is described as a physically magnificent six feet 
five of "black marble." His temper, coupled with the pride 
of his "blue" blood, indirectly causes the death of his 
white master. After being hunted down in the swamp he is 
punished according to the "Code Noir" and is whipped, 
hamstrung and his ears cut off but dies triumphantly with 
the words "To Africa" on his lips.
The obsession with telling Bras-Coupe*s story becomes a 
means for the townsfolk to defuse the threat of his 
blackness by mythologizing it. Through compulsive repetition 
the Grandissimes succeed in fictionalizing Bras-Coupe's 
narrative? by imposing an acceptable order on his story, 
they also control his physical presence. Bras-Coupe*s story 
is always told towards the end of festive evenings and is 
often repeated more than once? on one occasion it is told 
three times. By retelling the story of Bras-Coupe the 
Grandissimes give it the status of a legend and can dismiss 
its political implications accordingly. The extent to which 
the story has entered consciousness as myth is revealed by 
the way the Grandissimes react to it as folklore and are 
moved by it as fiction. This fictionalizing process is 
motivated by the need to redefine black narrative in white 
terms, or to determine meanings for black actions which are 
non-threatening to whites.
Both Toomer*s contemporaries and more recent critics of
10
Cane view it as a successful attempt to rescue blacks from 
white narrative and to offer black interpretations of black 
experiences. For Toomer writing Cane was the outcome of an 
embrace of black narrative and culture. After teaching in 
Georgia for a short period of time Toomer felt compelled to 
vocalize his identification with the South and to write 
about black folklife from his experience. Cane was published 
in 1923 and was hailed as a timely depiction of black life 
in white America.
From the outset Toomer was praised for emancipating 
blacks from the stereotypes of fiction. White reviewers of 
Cane were for the most part baffled, but recognized it as an 
attempt to break away from the conventions of stereotype.
For example, fiercely ironic in its attempt to praise Cane 
for escaping black stereotyping, one review applauds Toomer 
for displaying the "hopes and fears of the genuine darky" 
(Armstrong 26). All the initial reviews, both black and 
white, treated Cane as a definitive and comprehensive 
expression of Southern black experience. Montgomery Gregory, 
a black reviewer, stated that "Cane is not OF the South, it 
is not OF the Negro? it IS the South, it IS the Negro" (374- 
5). However, the supposition that Cane encompasses and IS 
black experience underscores a critical acceptance of the 
marginal place of woman. The critical sanctioning of Cane as 
the definitive black experience, despite its disregard for 
the voice of the black female, indicates the extent to which
11
male experience is taken to be a universal encompassing 
women and is illustrated by those critics and writers who 
are oblivious to the importance of women speaking at all. 
Black reviews embraced Cane as a "classical portrayal of 
things as they are" (McKay 85). W. E. B. DuBois' comments are 
worth quoting if only to illustrate the extent to which the 
sexual representation of women is accepted as a given: "Here 
is Karintha, an innocent prostitute? Becky, a fallen woman? 
Carma, a tender Amazon of unbridled desire? Fern, an 
unconscious wanton? Esther, a woman who looks age and 
bastardy in the face and flees in despair? Louis[a] with a 
white and a black lover? Avey, unfeeling and unmoral and 
Dorris, the cheap chorus girl. These are his women, painted 
with a ...certain splendid, careless truth" (DuBois 161).
Even some female critics succeed in reinforcing the 
marginal place of women by accepting Toomer1s sketches as 
representative of women in general. Patricia Chase, in an 
article entitled, "The Women in Cane" suggests that Toomer's 
women characters "are all the same woman, archetypal woman, 
all wearing different faces, but each possessing an 
identifiable aspect of womanhood." She goes on to say that 
by the end of the book "there is no aspect of woman that 
Toomer does not weave inextricably into his archetypal 
woman" (259). Chase's comments illustrate how ideologies 
about the "nature of women" are deeply entrenched and how
12
despite good intentions stereotypes can be reinforced by the 
unconscious use of ideological language.
As the most recent and comprehensive critical work on 
Toomer, Nellie McKay*s excellent book Jean Toomer. Artist: A 
study of his Literary Life and Work. 1894-1936 is thorough 
in its analysis of Toomer as a black artist writing in white 
America. While she recognizes the misogyny inherent in 
Toomer*s representation of women, McKay tends to see female 
powerlessness as a metaphor for black social and 
intellectual stultification in white society. By accepting 
without question the concept of woman as signifier, McKay*s 
critique reinforces Toomer's representation of woman as 
land, woman as intuition and woman as folk-culture. What she 
neglects to explore is why Toomer associates passivity and 
powerlessness with the female body and why Cane features 
women figuratively. Since McKay's interest is in literary 
biography and not psycho-sexual analysis, her discussion of 
female representation is understandably slight.
Nevertheless, McKay's study is the only one I came across 
which admitted that Toomer's representation of women is 
deeply problematic; most others consider his misogyny, if 
they consider it at all, as a minor aberration.
Ostensibly, Cane functions as a text seeking to 
capture Afro-American life and to wrest blacks from the 
confining limits of white narrative. Toomer's awareness of 
the neglect of black figures in literary discourse is made
13
apparent by his comments on Waldo Frank's Our America. In 
his book Frank examines various aspects of American culture 
but significantly overlooks blacks. Toomer writes: "I missed 
your not including the Negro...no picture of a Southern 
person is complete without its bit of Negro-determined 
psychology" (McKay, p. 50). Toomerfs argument for the 
inclusion of the black contribution to American culture 
illustrates how any analysis of America is incomplete 
without the Afro-American angle. Similarly any attempt to 
document black experience is incomplete without the 
inclusion of the female voice.
Early reviews, and to a large extent contemporary 
critiques, consider Cane chiefly as an expression of the 
male artist. Toomer is closer to Kabnis than any of his 
other literary characters. Both are dislocated from their 
rural past, both are artists, both are struggling to 
articulate a heritage from which they feel simultaneous 
alienation and fascination. The figure of Toomer as artist 
finds its literary parallel in Kabnis so that Kabnis becomes 
an extension of Toomer and his actions and vice versa. With 
the character of Kabnis, who dominates the third section of 
the book, Toomer places himself firmly in the Modernist 
tradition; Kabnis is the deracinated individual, the artist 
in search of a spiritual and cultural home. While the 
Toomer/Kabnis conflation is undeniably an exploration of the 
polemic between art and articulation, the assumption in most
14
critiques of Cane is that this search for experience 
encompasses and speaks for female experience. While 
occasionally acknowledging the role of woman as metaphor, 
very few critical discussions recognize that it is the 
suppression of female narrative that allows Cane to exist as 
an expression of the (male) Afro-American experience.
PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORY AND THE SEXUALIZATION OF WOMEN
The women in Cane speak rarely, if at all, and their 
chief means of articulation is non-vocal. Fern expresses her 
distress in a broken song; Dorris communicates her yearning 
for John through a frenzied dance; Esther, who tries to 
articulate her desires verbally, forfeits credibility and 
respectability in the community. Toomer's marginalization of 
women indicates that he uses the same white narrative 
strategies of misrepresentation and exclusion that he seeks 
to avoid.
In order to understand how narrative strategies 
marginalize women it is first necessary to understand the 
role of language in the subordination of women. The 
difficulty women have gaining access to and using dominant 
discourse is explained by the psychoanalytic theories of 
Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan, which expose the link 
between discourse and sexuality.4 For Freud and Lacan 
language acquisition coincides with the Oedipal phase, when
15
the child realizes her/his gender and prepares to take the 
social place that his/her gender affords. Prior to the 
Oedipal phase, the child exists in a relationship to the 
mother's body where his/her needs are expressed and 
understood in non-linguistic terms relying on signs to 
communicate hunger, pain, happiness and so on. At this 
stage the child, regardless of gender, is inextricably 
linked to and identified with the mother's body.
According to Freud, the male child resolves his 
incestuous love for his mother at the Oedipal phase when he 
realizes that she does not possess a penis. The male child 
views his mother's lack of a penis as proof that she has 
been castrated, thus forcing him to identify with his 
father. This identification resolves the Oedipus complex and 
allows the child free entry into the word/world of the 
symbolic order as later defined by Lacan.
Lacan's symbolic order is the patriarchal social and 
sexual order of society. For Lacan, entry into the symbolic 
order is marked by the acquisition of language. Lacan 
emphasizes the crucial importance of language as a practice 
through which the subject becomes a social being? social 
entry into patriarchal culture is made through language. The 
symbolic is tied up with patriarchy since ideologies of 
male- dominated societies rely on fixed signs for power, 
significantly the written word, the law, the phallus.
Since male culture identifies itself with the phallus
16
it is upon entry into the symbolic order that the female 
child is forced to recognize that she is not in possession 
of a penis and so is somehow "lacking" or dispossessed from 
dominant discourse. The female child becomes marked by the 
absence of the phallus and is deemed "other" to men since 
the phallus is the authority upon which difference is 
determined. Since the phallus is central to the symbolic 
order the female child is inevitably alienated from a 
linguistic discourse, dependent on male signs of power for 
her expression.
While the lack of the phallus is supposed to 
disadvantage women psychologically, it is the identification 
of woman as castrated that is most psychologically 
disturbing to men. In a society that privileges the 
phallus, the penis-envy Freud attributes to women is more 
likely an envy of the social and economic power bestowed by 
the penis. As Luce Irigaray says: "'Penis Envy' translates 
woman's resentment and jealousy at being deprived of the 
advantages... reserved for men alone: 'autonomy,' 'freedom,' 
'power,' and so on; but it also expresses her resentment at 
having been largely excluded, as she has been for centuries, 
from political, social and cultural responsibilities" (This 
Sex Which Is Not One. p51). The male fear of castration is 
a fear of social as well as sexual impotence because 
possession of the phallus is equivalent to the possession of 
sexual, social and economic power. The castration that woman
17
symbolizes is a castration of the phallus as a signifier for 
power and authority.
Woman in Freudian psychology symbolizes the castration 
men fear, while the definition of woman as castrated gives 
the phallus significance by defining it as something women 
lack and desire. According to Laura Mulvey, the British 
film-maker and critic, "woman stands in patriarchal culture 
as a signifier for the male other, bound by a symbolic order 
in which man can live out his fantasies and obsessions 
through linguistic command by imposing them on the silent 
image of woman" (Visual and Other Pleasures. pl5). Woman 
therefore can be defined by man and given whatever meaning 
he conveniently wishes to ascribe to her. From a 
psychoanalytic viewpoint, the varying objectification and 
glorification of women is not merely for the purposes of 
male sexual pleasure but an attempt to destroy the threat of 
castration that woman poses.
Mulvey's argument that film conceals a social design in 
its reproduction of patriarchal power relations is supported 
by Foucault's theories on the objectives of dominant 
ideologies. In The History of Sexuality Foucault explores 
how individual sexuality has been controlled by certain 
power relations working within society. He bases his study 
on a refutation of what he calls the "repressive 
hypothesis," the standard belief that nineteenth-century 
Western society repressed sexuality. Instead, he argues that
18
the nature of Western culture has been to multiply 
discourses on sexuality that exert power by seeking to 
document and regulate individual sexuality. Foucault 
identifies certain "mechanisms of power" as part of an 
intricate network of social and political systems exerting 
control over the body so that the constitution of individual 
sexuality becomes part of a political and social design. For 
women the central power relation is patriarchy, which seeks 
to control or limit female sexuality in a system dependent 
on female acquiescence to ideologies that privilege men. As 
such the female body is bound by the rigors of what is 
"feminine," and women unconsciously internalize the value- 
systems of "femininity" insidiously obscuring its own 
political bases.
The legitimization of certain sexual codes for women, 
from dress to social behavior, is disguised by the positing 
of such codes as normal or natural. Codes of sexual conduct 
acting as a societal surveillance system are inculcated in 
women, censuring those who transgress "typical" female 
sexual behavior. The patriarchal attempt to institutionalize 
or normalize "femininity" is symptomatic of the larger 
political, social and economic issues at stake stemming from 
the psychological threat to the power of the phallus. By 
containing or framing women within an ordained code of 
social and sexual behavior, men can simultaneously limit the 
activities of women and negate the threat that woman poses
19
as psychological and social castrator.
By sexualizing the female body, men diminish and demean 
the actual power of the female voice. By defining female 
sexuality in terms of the biological, men ensure that 
maternity is perceived as something intrinsic to women; by 
linking female sexuality to procreation, they negate the 
autonomy of female sexual desire. The emphasis on female 
subordination, the inculcation of the norms of femininity 
and the association of female sexuality with the natural and 
reproductive are evident throughout literary and visual 
discourses where men continue to monitor female behavior.
Film criticism explores how women are monitored in 
visual narratives. As viewer or voyeur, the spectator 
subjects a woman to what is termed a "male gaze,” 
restricting or controlling her through language and image in 
an attempt to regulate her actions and her sexuality. The 
gaze becomes the means through which everything achieves 
definition, framing and immobilizing those who come under 
its scrutiny. Women become the focus of the male gaze by 
being defined as objects in a form familiar and non­
threatening to male power structures - a simultaneous 
sexualization and objectification of women in a joint 
display of voyeurism and fetishism.
Laura Mulvey argues that fetishism "builds up the 
physical beauty of the object, turning it into something 
satisfying in itself" while "voyeurism ... has associations
20
with sadism" and is involved in "asserting control and 
subjugat[ion] through punishment or forgiveness" (Visual and 
Other Pleasures. 21-2). Both voyeurism and fetishism operate 
on a level of pleasure exacted through domination and 
supervision of the body. If, according to Foucault, a body 
defined is a body controlled, then the voyeur and the 
narrator are linked through the power of definition. To name 
something is to have the power to decide its meaning. 
Therefore narrator and voyeur are both involved in a 
relationship in which meaning is played out and determined. 
The voyeur or "gazer" determines meaning for women through 
visual or fixed images while the narrator similarly defines 
women through language.
Cane, as a male discourse, is achieved at the expense 
of containing or framing women in a narrative. In Cane, the 
narrator, although not a single presence, is indicative of a 
larger male continuum. The multiple, insistently male, 
narrator weaves the text together so the male voices merge 
into the one "eye/I" of patriarchal discourse. The distance 
between the narrator and his subject-matter narrows as Cane 
progresses and culminates in the character of Kabnis. 
Kabnisfs story is told by himself and an absent narrator 
(Toomer), and the double perspective represents the 
ambivalent and difficult relationship both Kabnis and Toomer 
have to the role of the artist as narrator and observer.
Like Toomer, Kabnis's personal involvement with the South
21
and his struggle with the relationship between art and 
articulation integrates the figures of artist and narrator 
and marks the correlation of Kabnis and Toomer as 
Artist/Narrator/Voyeur. Kabnis/Toomer as both artist and 
narrative "eye/I" illustrates the dual concerns of the 
voyeur and narrator in the reduction and fixing of images.
The need to contain blacks in white literature and the 
desire to contain women in Cane may be read as an attempt to 
preserve certain social or psychological structures. Nancy 
Chodorow argues in The Reproduction of Mothering that men 
have a psychological investment in difference that women do 
not have; what men understand as a natural relationship 
between themselves and women disguises the actuality of 
their power. Power relationships are hidden under the guise 
of what is "natural” or "normal" and are reproduced in 
society through language which reflects certain interests. 
Therefore, patriarchy perpetrates itself ideologically 
through language and through the inculcation of values such 
as "femininity" posited as universal givens. Systems such as 
patriarchy work precisely because society does not recognize 
its informing system of values as ideological and accepts 
the peripheral and marginal place of women as part of a 
given power structure.
Marginalizing women involves a degree of 
objectification since to contain or fix a subject is to 
limit its power. The objectification of women and the
22
objectification of blacks is essential in the construction 
of race and gender because objectification involves reducing 
a subject to a fixed and comprehensible entity. Chodorow's 
theory supports my contention that Cane seeks to contain 
women through fear and idolization as a means of limiting 
the power of the female voice.
One way in which Cane reduces women to the status of 
non-threatening subject is through its identification of 
women with land, and by implication, with the natural and 
the intuitive. The conflation of the physical and the 
geographical lead to descriptions of the curves of Fern's 
profile as "mobile rivers [leading] to their common delta" 
(14) - her eyes. Louisa is a veritable forest with skin the 
color of oak leaves and breasts like "ripe acorns," (28) 
while in "Evening Song" (19) Cloine lies "curled like the 
sleepy waters where the moon-waves start."
The identification of the female body with the 
landscape reinforces the idea that woman is an object of 
collective property to be looked at or gazed upon. This 
identification is also an objectification since it allows 
for the definition of man as a powerful force struggling to 
conquer the mysterious and incomprehensible quality of 
nature. The notion of masculinity as a force wrestling with 
the unknown, non-verbal element of nature is an essential 
component of the objectification process in Cane. In Cane, 
where women are strongly identified with nature as
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instinctual and intuitive, the implication is that women, 
like nature, are "other" to the logic and rationale of men 
and need to be cultivated and conquered.5
Nevertheless, the identification of women with the 
rural and the agrarian is overwhelmingly sexual. By 
associating woman with the physical, in both sexual and 
geographical terms, Cane further utilizes narrative 
strategies that contribute to the stereotyping of women as 
non-intellectual. Women are described in terms of intuition 
and the body, set against the male domain of rhetoric and 
rationale. The division between male and female discourse 
becomes a division between the word and the flesh. The 
identification of men with the "normal" and the rational is 
achieved only by associating women with the non­
intellectual; by equating woman with the "natural" and the
biological, man, by implication becomes identified with the
cerebral and the logical. Woman is identified with the
discourses of instinct and the body while man is identified 
with linguistic and "rational" discourse. By dividing men 
and women into intellectual and non-intellectual and by 
excluding women from the domain of the cerebral and the 
analytic, Cane identifies maleness with rationality and 
illustrates how acts of division and exclusion reinforce 
dominant discourses.
The association of the "natural" female with the 
biological has given rise to a tradition that associates the
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female with the physical and the body (from Eve onwards), 
and has reinforced the myth of woman as non-intellectual. 
Like the land, woman becomes a product of nature to be owned 
and colonized. Woman is described in terms of the "natural" 
so that her body becomes an extension of the land and can 
therefore be owned and exploited.
While women are associated with natural land, the 
landscape in turn is described in terms of the female body. 
Due to its reproductive and regenerative powers, the earth 
has been traditionally associated with the Mother. The 
landscape contains the dichotomy of the "good" and "bad" 
Mother, the nurturer versus the punisher. When Kabnis refers 
to the night as the "soft belly of a pregnant Negress" which 
"throbs evenly against the torso of the South" the words 
"throb" and "torso" undermine the nurturing quality of the 
night and seem to suggest something distasteful and 
primordial in its fecundity. Woman, like the landscape, can 
be friend or foe, fertile or barren.
Kabnis*s simultaneous repulsion and enthrallment by the 
ugliness and beauty of the Southern landscape are revealing 
when juxtaposed with Toomer1s insistent identification of 
women with physical geography. If Toomer juxtaposes the 
South, as a geographic and psychological space, with woman, 
then his attempt to objectify and fix woman in his narrative 
becomes a metaphor for his desire to frame and immobilize a 
physical and psychological part of his past which like
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"woman" he cannot come to terms with and fails to 
understand.
The alienation that Kabnis feels on his return from the 
North is as much a psychic dislocation as a geographic one. 
Like Esther he feels as if he is in a "no-man's" land, but 
because of his gender it is possible for him eventually to 
commandeer a place. For Kabnis, whose alienation is related 
to his color and his experience, dislocation is a temporary 
state of mind, but for the women in Cane psychological 
dislocation is a product of being divided and excluded from 
dominant discourse and by having their experience 
minimalized, ignored, or dismissed as impenetrable, 
mysterious, and different from that of men. The conflation 
of woman and land becomes explicit in Section III with the 
impotence Kabnis feels in relation to the Southern 
landscape. Kabnis needs to conflate woman and land in order 
to defuse the threat that he feels from his rural roots and 
from autonomous and self-sufficient women like Carrie K. He 
is threatened by the land/woman as a manifestation of a way 
of life and a heritage that is "other" to his own experience 
and from which he feels the threat of physical and psychical 
impotence. His need to alleviate or escape his anxieties 
necessitates his association of the land with the female 
body. As a man, he relies on the power and status that 
masculinity bestows; he conquers the threat of the 
castrating land/female through the mechanisms of
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objectification and idolization and so diminishes his fears 
of psychological castration.
Implicit in a reading of "Kabnis,” and indeed 
throughout Cane, is a fear of female sexuality. In "Fern" 
the narrator reveals that "men are apt to idolize or fear 
that which they cannot understand, especially if it be a 
woman" (14). As a work in which female characters are 
variously idolized or feared, Cane supports various 
psychological theories from Freud to Chodorow about male 
restrictions on female sexuality. The sexualization of women 
subjects women to the gaze and interprets and defines her 
sexuality in terms of men; the desire to "read" women belies 
the male need to determine meanings for female sexuality. 
Inherent in the desire to sexualize woman, regardless of her 
actions, lies the assumption that to contain and define a 
subjectfs sexuality is to restrict her activities. This 
need to contain female sexuality parallels white stereotypes 
of blacks as either childlike and in need of protection from 
the rigors of the outside world, or as sexual beasts from 
which the outside world must be protected. The definition 
of women in sexual terms justifies the association of woman 
with the anti-intellectual and the childlike, and suggests 
that women who cultivate intellectual activity are unnatural 
since they forfeit their sexual or "natural" state.
Although Toomer ascribes a "natural," passive, "earthy" 
sexuality to his female characters, their sexuality exists
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only in relation to men. Women like Karintha and Fern are 
encumbered with their own attractiveness and beauty; it is 
never suggested that their sexuality is aggressive, 
pleasurable, or autonomous in its own right. Karintha is 
perceived as sexually accommodating and freely "available" 
but is shrouded in mystery and ambiguity. She embodies the 
dual perceptions of the sexual woman as Mother or Whore. 
Karintha's sexuality is suspect because it falls between the 
categories of Whore as object for male pleasure and Mother 
as nurturer and emotional caretaker. Despite her reputed 
promiscuity, her ethereal beauty somehow allows her to 
transcend the label of Whore. Yet she is not quite Mother 
either? although she does give birth, it is her inability to 
nurture the child that calls her status as mother into 
question. The child "falls" from her womb unto "a bed of 
pine needles" which also provide a carpet for the forest 
rabbits? the sharpness of the pine needles undermines 
Karintha*s "natural" ability for nurturing while rabbits are 
negatively associated with rampant fertility and copious 
reproduction. Karintha's sexuality escapes the categories of 
Mother or Whore? she appears to derive sexual pleasure from 
her encounters yet is contemptuous of men and devoid of the 
need to nurture them as Mother or accommodate them as Whore.
The expression of an independent female sexuality like 
Karintha*s is dangerous to Cane because it allows women, who 
hold the means to reproduction and propagation, to escape
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the control of patriarchal culture. The desire to capture 
and articulate a cultural tradition becomes translated into 
an attempt to control the proliferation of a tradition. In 
patriarchal societies women are necessary both as domestic 
producers providing welfare, meals and emotional support and 
re-producers providing heirs to preserve and continue the 
patriarchal legacy. Women are essential for the 
transformation of a male ontological desire into a social 
reality.
The analysis of the role women play as re-producers is 
chiefly linked to patriarchal hegemonies such as capitalism, 
which is dependent on woman's place in the home as a 
domestic producer. However, Cane is concerned not with the 
preservation of economic structures but with the 
preservation of a cultural heritage. As in all systems based 
on patriarchal ideology, the need to maintain and sustain 
that tradition, or even to determine its meaning, 
necessitates control over the female body. By keeping 
surveillance over the female body and its activities, 
patriarchal culture can continue to be dominant without fear 
of dissemination, miscegenation or illegitimate heirs to its 
legacy.
In "Blood-Burning Moon" both Tom, who is black, and his 
white counterpart Bob compete for the love of Louisa. The 
fight for Louisa, a black woman, involves more than a fight 
for her body; it represents a fight for the expression of
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black culture. Louisa's body is identified with Afro- 
American culture through the songs that she sings. 
Furthermore, Bob Stone's surveillance of her actions and his 
desire to "have" her because of her blackness echoes white 
attempts to control the articulation of black experience. 
Tom's struggle for possession of Louisa (as culture) becomes 
a struggle for expression and autonomy while resisting 
interference from outside influences as a type of cultural 
miscegenation. Miscegenation, in both the cultural and the 
physical sense, is dangerous because it produces women like 
Esther who are physically and psychically sterile and who 
thwart the continuation of a cultural tradition.
The relationship between the expression of patriarchal 
culture and the suppression of female sexuality is discussed 
by Alice Jardine in terms of the relationship between 
ideology and the female body. Jardine is concerned with the 
seduction of certain mythmaking processes and the 
ideological functions they serve and notes the restrictions 
on women within rigid political structures that have very 
strong cultural identifications. She argues that "with 
regard to the relationship between production and 
reproduction, the regulation [of the female body]..[serves] 
as ground for a monolithic, nationalistic ideology" (108). 
What Jardine is saying is that the re-production of certain 
ideologies necessitates control over the female body in 
order to secure the purity of an ideological and biological
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heritage.
Applying Jardine to a reading of Cane supports my view 
that Toomer1s desire to document and capture black 
experience is dependent on control over female activity. The 
immobilization of women in narrative is an attempt to 
immobilize both what is known - the past -and what is 
unknown - the future. The writing/re-writing of black 
folklife affords Toomer control over his past through the 
act of documenting his heritage (a textual fixing) while he 
achieves a psychological control over the future by 
describing female sexuality as intrinsically dependent on 
men and therefore controllable. The containment of female 
sexuality in Cane becomes more than a psychological fear of 
female autonomy? restrictions over female sexuality are 
necessary for the preservation and reproduction of a certain 
(male) biological and ideological lineage.
While Toomer claimed that Cane was a "swan-song” for 
rural folklife and predicted that ethnic cultures would 
merge into one homogenous American culture, his unconscious 
insistence on the restriction of female expression belies 
his stated interest in the submersion of black experience 
into dominant (white) culture. Since Toomer treats black 
culture as male and predicts that black culture will merge 
into American (white) culture there are certain 
psychological anxieties at stake. Since culture is 
identified with the phallus, the possibility of the
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dispossession of black culture is a type of castration 
threat; the need to reinforce the dominance of 
black/male/phallic culture manifests itself in the 
submersion and negation of female experience. By submerging 
and restricting female expression and sexuality Toomer 
betrays his fears of submersion/castration and privileges 
the importance of male experience by default. Cane, as the 
documentation of a neglected culture, relies on the 
passivity of women to maintain and sustain the richness of 
the folk tradition.
REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN CANE
The marginalization of female expression as part of the 
"natural” order of things is reinforced in Cane by the 
suggestion that women are somehow complicit with their own 
sexualization and accept their place as peripheral in male 
culture. Carma is viewed as acquiescent with her own 
objectification by her receipt of the narrator's gaze. He 
states that "maybe she feels my gaze. Maybe she expects it." 
Fern's body and actions are open to interpretation since 
"new men who came to town felt as almost everyone did who 
ever saw her that they would not be denied" and so "men were 
everlastingly bringing her their bodies" (16). The "act of 
unselfishness" that involves the "gift" of the male body to 
Fern is dependent on her concession and her acceptance of
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the sexualization of her body. Even when Fern "becomes1 a 
virgin in order to evade the insistence of male sexual 
needs, as "virgin" she continues to be classified in terms 
of her sexuality.
The multiplicity of meanings and contradictions 
inherent in the idea of framing are not lost in a feminist 
reading of Cane, since the desire to frame something implies 
the need to protect and the need to contain. The framing of 
women that occurs in Cane appears to come from a desire to 
protect women from the literal and figurative chains that 
seem to mark urban and intellectual life justifying the 
identification of women with the "natural" and the agrarian. 
Muriel, in "Box Seat," is still "unconquered" by the "zoo- 
restrictions and keeper taboos" Dan associates with the 
city; he is pleased that her "animalism" (read sexiness) is 
still "intact" (59). The suggestion that urban and 
intellectual life somehow desexualizes women or makes them 
less "natural" reinforces the point that women are contained 
under the guise of protection from physical and intellectual 
sterility.
In the first section of Cane it is evident that male 
discourse is inaccessible to women, who suffer when they 
attempt to deny the female discourses of instinct and the 
body. Karintha is alienated by the very men who try to woo 
her within the male discourses of prayer and money, theology 
and economics. When Esther, who thinks too much, attempts to
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articulate her desire for Barlo, or to translate her body 
into words, there is no physical place for her. She steps 
out of her scripted role into nothingness; "there is no air, 
no street, and the town has disappeared" (25).
Cane suggests that intellectualization creates both 
sexual and social impotence and causes men and women to 
become crippled by self-consciousness and paralyzed between 
action and inaction. Yet for women, the development of the 
interior world serves only to deny their sexual or "natural" 
state, or that intellect is achieved at the expense of 
"natural" sexuality. The implication for Esther is that she 
can merely dream of babies as she is destined to be fruitful 
only in her imagination. Furthermore, the narrative 
suggests that the seat of female creativity is in motherhood 
and that Esther's dreams are a mere shadow, or phantom, of 
her "true" nature. On her way to confront Barlo, she wills 
her mind to become as "blank as a sheet of darkened ice" in 
an effort to regain the emotional, non-intellectual power of 
the female body.
Esther's alienation from her physical and sexual self 
may also be read as a result of her color; neither black nor 
white, Esther embodies the history of racial and sexual 
oppression of black women by their white slave masters. The 
no-man's land into which Esther falls is indicative of the 
no-place that she is forced to take in the black community. 
As mulatto, she becomes the embodiment of the "mule," both
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as a product of illicit sexual relations between slave and 
slave master, and the crippling psychological sterility and 
asexuality akin to the biological inability of the mule to 
reproduce. While women are repeatedly juxtaposed with the 
natural and the land, it is interesting that Esther, as 
mulatto, is likened to nature only in terms of decay and 
death. Her sexuality is psychologically and socially 
constructed by her class and her color. As a middle-class 
educated woman, Esther is not expected to act on her 
desires; a mulatto, she is expected to lack the "natural” 
propensity for sexual activity that black women possess. As 
a reminder of the rape of black America by white colonizers, 
Esther, who looks like a starched and frilled, asexual white 
girl, becomes a metaphor for black powerlessness: "her hair 
thins. It looks like the dull silk on puny corn ears. Her 
face pales until it is the color of the gray dust that 
dances with dead cotton leaves." Her physical attributes are 
pallid in comparison with Karintha's dusky, ripe beauty, 
which is akin to a "cotton flower" as opposed to dead cotton 
leaves, or stunted corn ears. Her baby can only be born 
immaculately while her sexual fantasies become sins and 
dreams of which she tries to repent. Ultimately, Esther's 
sexuality is a psycho-social construction which has been 
pre-determined by the men in her life: her father, the 
travelling salesman, the uninterested lover.
It becomes evident that Esther cannot determine her own
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sexual identity when she tries to articulate her desire for 
Barlo. Her attempt to act upon her sexual desires results in 
the disappearance of the concrete and physical world; she 
falls out of the "real" world into a literal "no-man's land" 
where her physical presence, and ultimately her sexuality, 
is erased.7 Her falling into this "no-man's land" follows 
her attempt to step into the role of the male looker, and to 
focus upon Barlo as the object of her desire. By 
articulating her sexual desires Esther commits the sin of 
sexual aggression and defies the sanctioned use of her body. 
She is punished for attempting to take an active (male) role 
and for possessing a curiosity about her own sexuality, as 
opposed to being (acceptably) sexually objectified by Barlo 
and having her (passive/non existent) sexuality defined in 
terms of male desire.
As a woman, Esther's gaze cannot carry any power since 
the power lies in the male privilege of articulation and 
action, while the conflation of Toomer/Kabnis/the narrator 
into a representative black male recognizes that the power 
to articulate and act is white. Cane manages to reproduce 
this power structure internally by associating female 
sexuality with impotence and the inability either to 
articulate or act, thus denying the women in the narrative 
those very privileges that Toomer seeks to repossess for 
black men. The male gaze of desire necessarily carries power 
plus action while the female gaze/desire cannot. While the
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gaze is not necessarily male, the ability to own and 
activate the gaze is to be in a "masculine position."8 The 
fact that Esther can be set up as a sexual object, even 
after she has articulated her sexual desires, illustrates 
how she is denied the authority that lies behind the male 
gaze:
She manages to look deep and straight into his eyes.
He is slow at understanding. Guffaws and giggles break 
out from all around the room.... "So thats how th 
dictie niggers does it." Laughs. "Mus give 'em credit 
fo their gall." (25)
Esther's desire for Barlo is dangerous because it is 
autonomous and independent of his desire for her. By 
attempting to activate the gaze, Esther tries to escape 
being totalized as an object and pursues an active, 
aggressive role. Esther's attempt to define herself as the 
thinking and acting subject means that she refuses to be 
categorized as Other. The price that she pays for this is, 
of course, that of losing a fixed place in the 
narrative/society, so that she must disappear off the page 
into the "no air, no street" of the erased town.
Esther's color reinforces her impotence; historically 
the mulatto slave was denied the power of the Big House, her 
white heritage, regardless of how strong her identification 
with that heritage may have been. Esther, who will never 
activate and possess the power of the gaze as a woman, 
reproduces and embodies the impotency of black articulation 
in white America that Toomer seeks to explore for men.
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A reading of the vignette "Theater" in conjunction with 
"Esther" shows how both Esther and Dorris are denied to 
power to act on their sexual wants and remain impotent 
despite their identification with, and desire for, male 
identified power strategies like the gaze. Dorris sees John, 
the manager's brother, "and knows that he is looking at 
her"; unable to speak to him she attempts to articulate her 
desire for John through her body by dancing. Her body, 
rather than language, becomes her medium of expression as 
she dances to be looked at and desired. In turn she gazes at 
John and sets him up in her imagination as a sexual object 
who turns into a financial and emotional provider. If 
"glorious songs are the muscles of her limbs," then her 
whole body becomes translated into a lyric (53). By 
succumbing to John's gaze, Dorris inadvertently accepts her 
totalization as sexual object but meanwhile believes in the 
reciprocal power of the female gaze as "her eyes burn across 
the space of seats to him" (52).
However Dorris, "who has no eyes," or who lacks the 
power behind the gaze, is unable to sexualize John while her 
position as sexual object is achieved at the expense of her 
place as autonomous subject. Her sexualization coupled with 
her desire to be looked at results in the disappearance of 
herself as subject. When her dance ends Dorris seeks 
approval "for her dance in his eyes." The dance constitutes 
Dorris's method of communication; as a discourse of the body
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the dance expresses Dorris as thinking and acting subject. 
Seeking approval for the constitution of herself as a 
desirable object in John's eyes, Dorris is met with total 
darkness. John's "whole face is in shadows" and she can no 
longer see her physical or sexual reflection in his eyes. 
Dorris is totalized as a sexual object to such an extent 
that she needs the affirmation of John's gaze in order to 
exist. By setting herself up as Other to John, Dorris loses 
her position as autonomous subject and becomes replaceable 
and discardable as a sexual object.
Like Dorris, Fern is identified with the non-verbal and 
the body. The narrator first describes her in terms of the 
poetic and the lyrical revealing that "at first sight of her 
I felt as if I heard a Jewish cantor sing." Fern's 
objectification is reinforced by descriptions that literally 
and figuratively frame her physical space. Like the plant 
after which she is named, Fern accommodates herself around 
external factors? she stands against the porch, her physical 
posture compromised by the nail in the wall? she stares at 
one point on the horizon because she cannot change her 
position.
In his descriptions of Fern the narrator continually 
makes reference to songs and lyrics revealing of the way in 
which Fern later vocalizes her distress. She is described 
as "the sound of a Jewish cantor singing" rather than in 
more corporeal terms (14) . Her physical presence is
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flexible; she languishes against the wall and has the 
fluidity and transparency of a song. Given her physical 
pliancy, it is fitting that Fern's mental energies cannot 
find release in the rigors of male discourse; her distress 
"flood[s]" her body like "boiling sap" defying concrete form 
or shape.
Fern is consistently "spoken for"; when the narrator
asks himself what he can do for her (it never occurs to him
to ask Fern), he answers his own question with "Talk, of
course" (16). Significantly, it is near running water that
the narrator tries to take advantage of Fern. She reacts
violently and non-verbally, reinforcing her association with
the ethereal, the fluid and the incorporeal:
She sprang up. Rushed some distance from me. Fell to 
her knees, and began swaying, swaying. Her body was 
tortured with something it could not let out. Like 
boiling sap it flooded arms and fingers till she shook 
them as if they burned her. It found her throat, and 
spattered inarticulate in plaintive, convulsive 
sounds...And then she sang, brokenly.... Dusk hid her, I 
could hear only her song (17) .
The mythologized persona of the woman-as-lyric overtakes the
actual physical reality of Fern as woman, so that her song
becomes more tangible than her physical presence. Her body
is first described like the sound of a song until dusk hides
her body and only her song can be heard. Fern fades to a
disembodied voice singing an incoherent broken lyric; her
reduction to a single fragmented sound is significant given
that she is consistently "spoken for" by men.
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Like the conflation of woman with land the 
identification of women with song (Louisa), or the reduction 
of woman to song (Fern), undermines the threat that women 
pose to patriarchal culture. Fern's disembodiment relegates 
her to the realm of the intuitive, the natural, and the 
mythological/mystical and dispossesses her of actual power 
(the power to speak and act) that men wish to keep for 
themselves. By labelling women as intuitive and emotional, 
men define and identify themselves with the "real" and the 
logical in the justification for the existence of male 
hierarchies. By doing so, Cane remains guilty of reproducing 
white, patriarchal narrative structures by mythologizing 
women to protect male interests for political and 
psychological ends. Cane illustrates how the psychological 
integrity and value of man is best achieved by the 
sexualization and objectification of woman in the 
preservation and reproduction of patriarchal power 
structures. Despite its efforts to establish itself as an 
encompassing view of Afro-American life, Cane seeks to 
examine male experience in the tradition of the 
phallogocentrism of white patriarchal narrative structures.
EPILOGUE: FEMINIST READING STRATEGIES
This reading of Cane manages to explain why and how
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male narratives contain women but fails to recognize how 
women can, and do, escape from narrative structures. 
Furthermore, in the very analysis of female representation 
women become once more the object of scrutiny; they are 
looked at textually as well as sexually. Therefore, it is in 
the way that women continually refuse codification that 
constitutes a powerful feminist reading. Cane necessitates a 
reading against the grain and against the constraints that 
Toomerfs narrative sets up in the continual fixing of woman 
as sign. This type of reading becomes more than a revision 
of images or a rebuttal of the stereotypes to which Toomer 
pays homage. It is also an acknowledgement of the way in 
which marginalized discourse can subvert and undermine power 
strategies even as they are being deployed.
The very act of marginalizing a subject places that 
subject partly outside the dominant discourse and in a 
perfect position to attack and undermine dominant discursive 
assumptions. Although women who are objectified by men are 
denied the power of linguistic articulation, which activates 
the gaze, they do and can exert power in non-linguistic 
ways. Whereas the female body is the object of the male gaze 
and the site of the deployment of sexual power, it is also, 
significantly, the central site of female resistance. Not 
only do feminist reading strategies challenge the privileged 
place of male discourse and establish the peripheral place 
of women as a position of critical power, but they also
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explore how women realize their bodies as a site of both 
power and resistance to male codifications of female 
sexuality.
Foucault's contention that power is not bi-polar is 
pertinent to this reading of Cane, which goes beyond the 
exploration of images of women in narrative. Applying 
Foucault to a reading of Cane, as a study of gender 
politics, shows how women subvert dominant discourses by 
taking power over the spaces that contain them. The 
challenge of the marginalized is identified as the ability 
to escape codification by exerting power in the form of 
resistance:
Where there is power, there is resistance.... [The] 
existence [of power relationships] depends on a 
multiplicity of points of resistance: these play the 
role of adversary, target, support, or handle in power 
relations. These points of resistance are present 
everywhere in the power network. [Hence] there is a 
plurality of resistances...resistances that are 
possible, necessary, improbable? others that are 
spontaneous, savage, solitary, concerted, rampant, or 
violent (The History of Sexuality. 95-6).
The complexity of power relations coupled with a recognition
of the critical power of the marginalized allows the women
. \ =.
in Cane certain positions of authority? to be outside the 
dominant discourse is to be in a position to recognize and 
de-center its assumptions.
Foucault's writings suggest that there is a way of 
reading against the dominant discourse and to find meanings 
between the spaces created for the women in Cane. Despite
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Toomer*s desire to contain women in the narrative 
structure, a feminist reading shows how the female 
characters counteract and subvert power within contained 
spaces and escape Toomer*s proscribed meanings. By 
reinforcing the "otherness" of woman, women escape 
definition in the male attempt to mythologize female 
actions. In fact, it is woman's tendency to escape 
codification that motivates the mythology in the first 
place. Myths are created in order to reduce the threat of 
what is dangerous to certain power structures like 
patriarchy.
As a work that conflates women with land, Cane suggests 
that women can be conquered and cultivated in order to 
advance a means of expression and a way of life. Yet there 
remains the possibility of a "no-man's land" as an area in 
which there is a place of expression for the marginalized 
female unclaimed by man. Claudine Herrmann sees the embrace 
of a "no-man's land" as an attempt "to avoid total 
annihilation [and to] escape man's continual urge to 
colonize. "Woman" must conserve some space for herself, a 
sort of no man's land, which constitutes precisely what men 
fail to understand of her and often attribute to stupidity 
because she cannot express its substances in her inevitably 
alienated language" (Marks and de Courtivron, 168). In 
Herman's identification of the power of a "no-man's land" 
is a call to resistance; women can escape categorization by
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finding spaces, gaps and loopholes in delineated meanings; 
they can make the margins a site of critical power by being 
in a vantage point to criticize dominant discourse.
The women in Cane resort to silence, song or hysteria 
as a means of illustrating how the dominant discourse of 
patriarchal language does not adequately represent female 
experience. However, the inability to speak and the refusal 
to speak have different connotations; the refusal to speak 
is often an act of subversion since purposely withholding 
the voice is a type of protest and exerts a certain amount 
of power.
Avey's verbal "laziness" and her resistance to being 
constructed by male language and desires (by continually 
falling asleep), create a psychological space immune from 
the narratorfs attempts to fix her "meaning" as woman. 
Similarly, Fern is described as "a fine unnamed thing," but 
as the narrator is unable to name or label her, she eludes 
definition and hence containment. The mysterious qualities 
attributed to Fern and Avey allow them to escape the power 
of categorization and naming, and to resist classification. 
By falling asleep, Avey establishes a "no man's land" where 
no man's words may reach her or compromise her behavior.
Avey's refusal to communicate with the narrator 
frustrates and excites him, and his attempts to describe her 
to herself are met by silence and slumber. "I wanted to 
talk. To explain what I meant to her. Avey was as silent as
those great trees whose tops we looked down upon" (44).
Owing to her aversion to linguistic communication Avey is 
perceived as lazy and ineffectual and hence appears to join 
the ranks of Toomer's women who are identified with nature. 
The narrator reveals that "the more I thought of it, the 
more I resented, yes hell, that’s what it was, her downright 
laziness"(44). Avey’s "laziness" and "stupidity" are what 
Herrmann identifies as labels which men use when they do not 
understand women. Avey’s behavior exposes the weaknesses in 
Toomer's portrayals of women since the feminist can read her 
"laziness" as an unwillingness to express herself within the 
confines of an inadequate (male) discourse.
Reading "Avey" as a resisting reader exposes the 
loopholes and weaknesses in Toomer's representations of 
women. While most of the women in Section I are sexually 
passive and accommodating, they also wield a certain amount 
of power. Feminist reading strategies enable the reader to 
reconstruct the frame within which the Cane women stand and 
to reassess their roles as woman and victim.
For instance, although women like Fern and Karintha, in 
the first Section of Cane, are sexually compromised, 
feminist reading strategies explore how women realize their 
bodies as potential weapons and exercise their power 
accordingly. Fern and Avey's passivity belies their ability 
to dictate and control their relationships. Avey resists 
male discourse and falls asleep, while her lover describes
46
"her own nature and temperament11 leaving him unsure and 
speculative about the nature of their relationship. (46). 
Carma acts by taking control of that which has defined her 
narrative, the gun/phallus, combines it with the weapon of 
her body and having killed her husband symbolically through 
adultery, kills/castrates him spiritually by her part in his 
relegation to the chain-gang.
Despite the sexual label of "virgin" and the fact that 
Fern continues to be defined in terms of her sexual status, 
she succeeds in withholding her sexuality as a means of 
command. So from "whore" -"Fern's eyes said to [men] that 
she was easy" (14) - Fern "becomes" a virgin. The narrator, 
enthralled by Fern, fixes her in his gaze giving him the 
power to possess, but he is unable to act sexually as he is 
hampered by his superstition and awe of the virgin.
Despite her failure at linguistic articulation and her 
loss of consciousness and the world of words, Fern escapes 
the rigors of male discourse by exerting an hysterical 
control over her own body. Fern's inability to speak 
parallels the refusal of the hysteric to re-enter the world 
of male discourse; hysteria involves the hysteric's 
acceptance of her place as marginalized and the need to seek 
alternative methods of expression. The hysterization of 
Fern's body illustrates how the hysteric avoids speaking in 
a coherent language since dominant discourse involves an 
identification with the conventions of patriarchy and an
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integration with an identity she wants to reject.
Juliet Mitchell describes hysteria as a "woman's 
simultaneous acceptance and refusal of the organization of 
sexuality under patriarchal capitalism. It is simultaneously 
what a woman can do both to be feminine and to refuse 
femininity, within patriarchal discourse" (289-90). Hysteria 
has been medically recognized as a "body language," in 
effect a speaking through the body, since hysteria is a 
manifestation of a psychological, not a physiological 
disorder. Freud's identification of hysteria as a 
disturbance of narration makes the connection between 
narrative discourse and hysterical speech. Hysteria is the 
failure of a body to translate its story into verbal 
discourse and becomes a metaphor for the co-incidence of 
text and flesh. Hysterical symptoms become "flesh made word" 
in a physical manifestation of the disturbance of verbal 
articulation.
To this end, Fern's inability to express her rage 
verbally at being physically compromised is counteracted by 
the hysterization of her body, which "is tortured with 
something it could not let out." Fern's hysteria may be seen 
as an empowering of her physical space as opposed to the 
powerlessness it at first appears to be. Her hysteria is 
interpreted by the narrator as a quasi-religious experience, 
a disruption which reinforces Fern as sexually taboo as a 
type of supernatural virgin. Hysteria, as a "supreme means
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of expression,11 allows Fern to escape further harassment by 
articulating her dissatisfaction through her body, which is 
simultaneously the site of her sexual oppression.
Nevertheless, for Fern's behavior to be recognized as 
resistance involves the translation of her actions (by the 
reader) into a discourse where her hysteria is perceived as 
empowering. Fern, Avey, and Carma cannot actually counteract 
meanings since they are only literary characters? it is the 
feminist reader who disrupts and interrupts Toomer's text 
and subverts his representations of women. Women who read 
and write as feminists can escape objectification precisely 
because they recognize its ideological bases. The fact that 
patriarchy has not been exclusively "repressive," although 
it has tried to be, enables women as readers and writers to 
subvert dominant discourses as well as the social, 
historical and literary effects those discourses produce.
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NOTES
1. In "The Order of Discourse" Michel Foucault examines 
how dominant discourses marginalize other discourses for 
political and social reasons. In his introduction to 
Foucault's essay, Robert Young says: "[Foucault shows] how 
discursive rules are linked to the exercise of power? how 
the forms of discourse are both constituted by, and ensure 
the reproduction of> the social system, through forms of 
selection, exclusion and domination (Untying the Text 48).
2. For a comprehensive discussion and specific 
instances of how whites controlled black voting patterns, 
see Williamson, "Depoliticization and the Separation of the 
Races," 224-258.
3. The following reading of The Grandissimes originated 
from a lecture presented by Professor Susan V. Donaldson on 
the Southern Literary Renaissance, College of William and 
Mary, 26 Jan. 1989.
4. For example see Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not 
One (Cornell UP, 1985) 34-7, 60-2.
5. The concept of woman as "other" was first used by 
Simone de Beauvoir to describe the peripheral place of woman 
in patriarchal society. In Introduction to the Second Sex 
she says:
[Woman] appears essentially to the male as a 
sexual being. She is defined and differentiated 
with reference to man and not he with reference to 
her; she is the incidental, the inessential as 
opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is 
the Absolute -she is the Other.
from Marks and de Courtivron, eds., New French Feminisms.
44.
6. For furthdr reading on the relationship between the 
preservation of culture and the containment of women see 
Sherry Ortner's article "Is Female is to Male as Nature is 
to Culture?" (Feminist Studies. Fall 1972, 5-31).
7. There is an interesting parallel to be drawn between 
this and the Biblical story of Esther. In the Bible, Esther 
is convinced by Mordecai, a Jewish prophet, to influence the
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King for political ends. Although a Jewess she conceals her 
identity and successfully uses her 'beauty' to impress the 
King. Barlo is described as both a prophet and a king, and 
Esther, a white skinned black, faces social and 
psychological ridicule and censure, when she reveals her 
'true' sexual nature. The parallel illustrates how the 
Christian sanctioning of the man-mind/woman-body 
juxtaposition has entered secular literary consciousness.
8. See E. Ann Kaplan's discussion on this point in "Is 
the Gaze Male?" Women and Film: Both sides of the Camera. 
23-35.
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